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A Comparative Analysis of 
SafeAssign and Turnitin
JARED HUNT, MA 
PATRICK TOMPKINS, PHD
W?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????
non-issue, and instructors and students could 
???????????????????? ??????????????????????????
the exercises of teaching and learning. This 
ideal, however, is far from reality, making 
plagiarism detection software an integral part 
??? ??? ????????????? ?????????? ???????????? ???????
??????????????? ????? ??????????? ???? ??????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ????? ???????? ???? ?????????? ?????????? ????????
?????????????? ???? ??????? ??????? ????? ???????
??????????????????????????????????????????? ???
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????? ????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????? ????
?????????????????? ???????????????????????? ???????? ????????? ??????????????
(VCCS), and Turnitin, the most popular plagiarism detection program (Stapleton, 
????????????????????????????? ?????????????? ??????????????????????? ???????????? ???
Virginia’s Community Colleges, we have found that some faculty prefer Turnitin to 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????? ????????????? ???????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????? ???????????????????? ??? ???? ??????? ????????????????????????????? ????????
?????? ????? ?????? ????? ??????????? ?????????? ????? ??????????? ???? ????? ???????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????
To evaluate SafeAssign and Turnitin further, we recently processed a sample 
group of student texts from multiple disciplines and classes at one of Virginia’s 
The results of this study 
should help educators 
determine if either program 
is superior to the other 
and which program best 
???????????????????????????
technology resources for 
plagiarism prevention.
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??????????????????? ???????? ????? ?????????????? ???????? ??? ???? ?????????? ???
??????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????? ???????????????
?????????? ????????????????????????????? ??? ????????????????????????????????????????
results of this study should help educators determine if either program is superior 
????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
for plagiarism prevention.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Both professional and popular literature suggests that we are experiencing an 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????? ??????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????? ???????
??????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
ease of use and increasing sophistication has also provided instructors with greater 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????
?? ????????????????????????? ??????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ??????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
phrases commonly used in English writing or the results of mechanical or stylistic 
??????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????
?????? ??????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????
software programs to accurately detect plagiarism in student writing. In their study 
??? ???????? ?????? ?????????????????? ??? ???? ??????? ????????? ????? ???? ???? ?????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ????????????? ????????? ??????????? ?????????? ??????? ????? ?????????? ??????????
??????????? ???????????????? ?????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????? ??? ?????? ???????????????????????????????????
?????????? ???? ???? ???????? ???? ???? ???????? ????????? ?????? ???????? ???? ?????
??????????????? ????????? ???????????? ????????? ???????????????????? ???????????????
??????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????
???????????????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????? ??????? ????? ?????
multiple instances of plagiarism.
ACCESSING AND USING THE PROGRAMS
???? ????? ???? ?????????? ?? ???????????? ???????? ???? ???? ??????????? ???????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ???????? ???? ??????? ??????? ???? ??? ??? ?????????? ??? ??? ??????????? ????? ???
?????????? ????????????? ??? ?????????? ??? ???? ?????? ?????? ??? ???????????? ????? ??? ????
???????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????
2
Inquiry: The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges, Vol. 19, Iss. 1 [2014], Art. 6
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol19/iss1/6
The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges  | 65
licenses vary among institutions, at one VCCS college with an annual full-time 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????
???????????????????
????? ????????? ????? ??? ?????????? ?? ?????????? ???????? ????? ??? ?? ??????? ???
????????????? ???????? ???????????????? ???????? ?????? ???????????????? ???????????
?????? ??? ???? ?????????? ????????? ?????????? ???? ???? ??????? ??????????? ?????????? ???
either program.
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????
????? ?????????????????? ????????? ???? ????????? ??? ???????? ???? ????????????? ????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????? ????????? ???????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????? ?????????????? ?????? ??? ????? ???????????? ???? ?????????
???????? ??? ??? ???? ??? ????????? ??????????? ????????? ?????? ???? ?????? ????? ?????
??????????? ????? ????????? ??????? ?? ??????? ????? ?????????? ????????? ??????????????
??????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????
or unintentionally. Both programs report plagiarism as a percentage of the total text 
?????????????????????????????????? ??????? ???????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????
??? ??????????????????????????? ?? ??????? ?????????? ??? ????? ?????? ??? ????? ??? ???? ????
options SafeAssign does not possess. Instructors who use Turnitin can choose to 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ??????????? ?????? ??????????? ???? ?????????????? ???????????? ???? ?????? ??????
????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????
???? ????????????????????? ??????????????? ?????????????? ?????? ?????????????? ??????
positives reported in the former program.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study sought to answer the general question of whether the SafeAssign or 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????????????
research questions follow:
???? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
 a)  Does SafeAssign or Turnitin detect more instances of actual 
???????????
? ???? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????
? ???? ?????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????
? ???? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????? ????????????
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Parameters
??? ?????? ??? ???????? ????????? ?????????????????? ?????????????????????????????
?????????? ??? ?????????? ???????????? ??? ???? ????? ?????????? ??? ???? ???? ???????????
???? ?????????????????? ????? ????????? ????????????????? ???? ?????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????? ????? ??????????????????????????????????????????
?????? ??????????? ??????????? ???????? ???? ???????? ????? ???? ???? ????????? ????? ?????
most likely did not represent instances of intentional plagiarism, were determined 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
four categories, it was noted as a false positive. The false positive types were the 
following:
??? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ??????????? ??? ????????? ??? ???????????? ????????????? ??? ???? ?????????
as a false positive. If text was improperly paraphrased (due to similar 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????? ?????????????? ???????????????????????? ??????????????? ?????? ??? ????
student indicated his or her source with in-text documentation, the 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
than purposeful plagiarism.
??? ???????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
was recorded as a false positive.
??? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????? ???? ????????? ???????????????????????
????????????? ????????????????????????? ???????
??? ?????? ????????????????????????????? ???????? ???? ?? ????????????
????? ??? ????????? ?? ????? ??????? ?? ??????? ?????????? ?????? ??? ?? ???????
??????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????
it was counted as a false positive. Like fractured language, these matches 
tended to show up in sentences in which only one or two percent of the 
????? ??????????????????????????? ????????? ???????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????
Answers.yahoo.com.
For each passage in a student’s text that was found to match text existing in the 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ???? ?????????????? ?????????? ?????? ?????? ????? ??????????? ??? ?????????? ??? ????
matching text was or was not a case of actual plagiarism.
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Methodology
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????? ????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????
Students whose work was used in the study signed informed consent forms. 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
for analysis within the plagiarism detection programs, and each text was assigned 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ??????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
to the college from which the papers were collected. This step ensured that no text 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
Additionally, the texts were run through Turnitin a second time using the option to 
????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????
Population/Sample
?????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????
?????? ??????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????? ??????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????
courses, while a total of 54 were collected from psychology and mathematics 
????????? ??? ?????????? ??? ??????????????????????????????????? ???? ??? ???????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????? ??????????
???????????????? ?????????? ????????? ???? ????? ??????????? ?????????? ???? ????????? ???
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????? ????? ?????????????????????????????????????? ????? ???????????????
?????????????? ???????? ?????????????????????? ????????? ????????? ???????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
Table 1: Sources of Texts for the Study
English / religion 
courses
Psychology / math 
courses
??????????????? ????????????????????
??? 54 ?? ??
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Data Collection, Analysis, and Findings
?????????????? ???????????????????? ??? ????? ???? ????????????????????????? ?????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ?????? ????????? ???????? ????????? ??? ???? ?????????? ??????????????? ??????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ???? ???????? ????? ??????????? ??? ?????????? ???? ??????????? ??? ????? ????? ????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
determining a false positive. An analysis of the data revealed the following average 
(mean) statistics which are also visually represented in Figure 1:
??? ????????????????? ??? ???? ????????? ?????? ????????? ????? ????????? ??? ????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ????????? ????? ??????????? ???????????? ?????????????????????????? ?????????
??????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????
??? ??? ?????? ??????????? ?????? ??? ????????? ????????? ?????????? ?????? ???
student text as instances of actual plagiarism.
??? ???????? ?????? ???? ?????????? ???????? ???? ????????? ??????????????
?????????????????????????? ???????????? ????????????????????????????????????
??????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????
??????????????????????? ????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
actual plagiarism.
Figure 1. SafeAssign and Turnitin Plagiarism Matching Reports for 284 Texts as Percent of the Total Text
0
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???????????? ??????????? ?????????? ????? ???? ??????????? ????????????? ???????????? ????
??????? ??????? ??????????? ??????????? ?????????????? ???? ??? ???? ?????????????? ???
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????? ???? ?????? ?????????? ???? ????? ????? ???? ????????????????? ?????? ?????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
set. The application of transformations to the data, such as square root and log 
transformations, were unsuccessful in inducing normality.
???? ?? ?????? ??? ????? ???????? ?????? ???? ?????????? ????????? ???????????? ???????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????? ?????????Mdn?????????????????????????????????Mdn?????????? ??????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????Mdn?????????????????????????????????Mdn???
??????????????????????????
?????? ????????? ?????? ??????????? ???? ????? ??????????? ??????????? ????? ????? ??? ???
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ?????? ??? ??????? ??????????? ????????? ???? ?????????????? ????????????? ??????? ????
Turnitin (Mdn??????????????????????????????????Mdn???????????????????????????????
???????????????????? ?????????????????????
??? ????? ?????????????????????????????????????????? ??? ????????????????????????????
??????????????? ???????????????????? ??????????? ???? ???????? ??????? ?????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
performed similarly when reporting on texts in which no or few instances were 
????????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ?????????? ????????? ??? ???????? ??? ???? ?????? ????? ??? ???? ??????? ????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ????????????????? ?? ?????????? ???????????????? ????????????????? ????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??? ???????? ????? ????????? ???????? ???? ????????? ?????????????? ???????
????????? ??? ???????? ??? ???? ?????? ??????? ??? ???? ??????? ???? ?????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????? ??? ????? ??? ????????????????????????????? ??????????????????? ?????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
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Figure 2. Distribution of 284 texts where SafeAssign and Turnitin Reported 
No Matching Text and Less Than 10% Matching Text.
????????? ????? ????????? ?????????? ??????????? ???? ???? ?? ??????????? ????? ????? ???
?????????? ???????? ?????? ??? ??????????? ??? ???? ??? ???????????? ????????????????????
??????????????????????? ??????? ????????? ?????? ?????????????????? ???????????????????
?????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????? ??????? ?????????????????????????????????????????
0
50
100
150
200
250
300
SafeAssign Turnitin Turnitin with Exclusions
Texts with No Matches Reported
Texts with Less than 10% Matches Found
8
Inquiry: The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges, Vol. 19, Iss. 1 [2014], Art. 6
https://commons.vccs.edu/inquiry/vol19/iss1/6
The Journal of the Virginia Community Colleges  | 71
Table 2: Percentage of Passages in 12 Plagiarized Control Texts Where SafeAssign 
and Turnitin Reported Matches with Text in their Databases 
??????????????????? SafeAssign Turnitin
Text 1 ???? ????
?????? ???? ????
?????? ???? ????
Text 4 ???? ???
Text 5 ???? ???
?????? ??? ???
?????? ??? ???
?????? ??? ???
?????? ??? ???
??????? ??? ???
Text 11 ??? ???
??????? ?? ??
Discussion
??????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????? ???????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????? ??? ????? ??? ???? ????? ????? ???? ??????? ??? ???????? ?????? ??? ?????? ???????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ????? ????????? ????????????? ??? ???? ???????? ???? ????? ??????? ?????
expected. Although this result might contradict the conventional wisdom that 
plagiarism is running rampant throughout academia, this information does accord 
???????????????????????? ??? ???? ??????? ????? ???? ???????????????????????? ??? ????????
???????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????
incidents of plagiarism in a graduate-level English as a foreign language (EFL) 
course were unintentional.
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Implications for Practice and Further Research
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????
??????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
the additional purchase of Turnitin is not a productive use of institutional dollars. 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????? ???????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????
?????????? ????????? ???? ??? ??? ???????????? ????? ??????? ??? ???????????????? ??????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
for faculty and students to use. (4) Faculty may want to exercise caution in having 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
a disproportionately high percentage of passages in student texts is a matter of 
????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???? ??????? ???????????? ??? ????? ?????? ????????????? ??? ??? ???????????? ??????
???????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????? ???? ??????????????????????? ?????????? ??????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????? ?????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????? ??????????????????????? ??? ?????????????????? ??????????????????
of the two programs. Furthermore, more study is needed of the comparative 
effectiveness of the programs for different disciplines. For example, Kaner and 
?????????????????????????? ???????????? ????????? ???????????????????????????????
????????? ????????? ?????????? ???????????? ?????????????? ?????????? ??? ????????? ????
?????????? ?????????? ??? ???? ????? ??? ????????? ????????????? ??????????? ????????? ???
??????? ??? ???????? ?????? ??????????????? ????????? ???????????? ???????? ?????????????
(science, technology, engineering, math and health professions), and professional 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
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